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Becoming a Detective: Historical Case 
File #5—Prisoners and Hunger Strikes 

At the request of the textbook committee your 
class has been asked to investigate whether 
Hazel Hunkins deserves to be included in the 
next edition of the textbook. This case cannot 
be solved without an understanding of the 
National Woman’s Party’s decision to com-
mit civil disobedience, their demands to be 
treated as political prisoners, and the attention 
their imprisonment brought to the cause. As a 
member of the commission selected to review 
the case, your job is to examine the following 
documents to better understand the why these 
women decided to break the law and what af-
fect their actions had. 

Why did suffrage prisoners consider them-
selves to be political prisoners? Do you agree 
with their claim?

How effective was this tactic?

Step 1: Review Background Information
The National Woman’s Party (NWP) introduced 
tactics to the American woman’s suffrage move-
ment that were inspired by its leaders’ experi-
ences with the militant wing of the British suf-
frage movement. According to historian Robert 
Cooney, “The movement’s many nonviolent 
strategies deserve closer inspection particularly 
because they repeatedly offered suffragists the 
way out of strategic binds, dead ends, discour-
agements and immobility.” (From Cooney, 
Robert. “Enduring Significance of the American 
Woman Suffrage Movement.” Women’s Studies 
Database Reading Room, n.d. Web. 02 Sept. 
2015. http://mith.umd.edu//WomensStudies/
ReadingRoom/History/Vote/enduring-signifi-
cance.html.) 

Among the NWP’s non-violent tactics was 
braving arrest and imprisonment. Although 
they were ostensibly sentenced for “obstruct-
ing traffic,” the suffragists viewed themselves 
as political prisoners, unjustly incarcerated 

for peacefully exercising their right to peti-
tion their government. Because they believed 
themselves to be political prisoners, the 
women refused to cooperate with their jailors. 
According to an article published on the website 
American Memory, the imprisoned women were 
“sometimes beaten (most notably during the 
November 15 “Night of Terror” at Occoquan 
Workhouse), and often brutally force-fed when 
they went on hunger strikes to protest being 
denied political prisoner status. Women of all 
classes risked their health, jobs, and reputations 
by continuing their protests. One historian 
estimated that approximately 2,000 women 
spent time on the picket lines between 1917 
and 1919, and that 500 women were arrested, 
of whom 168 were actually jailed. The NWP 
made heroes of the suffrage prisoners, held 
ceremonies in their honor, and presented them 
with commemorative pins. Women went on 
publicity tours dressed in prison garb and talked 
about their experiences in prison in order to win 
public support for their cause.” (From Library 
of Congress American Memory, “Historical 
Overview of the National Woman’s Party,” Web. 
4 Sept. 2015. http://www.loc.gov/collections/
static/women-of-protest/images/history.pdf) 

Step 2: Investigate the Evidence
Expect to spend about ten minutes on each 
of the sources in your packet, available online 
at http://mhs.mt.gov/education/women/
HazelHunkins.

Exhibit 5-A Photograph: “Miss [Lucy] Burns 
in Occoquan Workhouse, Washington,” 
National Woman’s Party Records, Group 
II, Container II:274, Folder: Individual 
Photographs Nos. 18-70 “B,” Library of 
Congress Prints and Photographs Division, 
Washington, D.C. http://www.loc.gov/item/
mnwp000011 

Exhibit 5-B Newspaper article: “ ‘Suff’ 
Pickets Go to Hospital,” Washington Herald, 
August 31, 1917 
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Exhibit 4-C Hand-written letter: Hazel 
Hunkins to the Montana Socialist newspaper, 
Hazel Hunkins-Hallinan Papers, MC 532, box 
61, folder 9, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe 
Institute 

Exhibit 5-D Telegrams: Hazel to Mrs. E. L. 
Perkins, August 15, 1918, and Hazel to Mrs. E. 
L. Hunkins, August 21, 1918, Hazel Hunkins-
Hallinan Papers, MC 532, box 61, folder 9, 
Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute 

Exhibit 5-E Newspaper article: “Twenty-six 
Suffragists Get Tribute,” Washington Herald, 
December 15, 1918  

For each source, answer all the questions on 
the Document Analysis Worksheet. Note: You 
will be sharing these answers with your 
class in an “exhibit” format—so write 
legibly!

Step 3: Search for Clues
1. Why did suffrage prisoners consider them-
selves to be political prisoners? Do you agree 
with this description for them?

2. In her letter to the Montana Socialist, Hazel 
Hunkins makes a point of stating that the 
suffrage picketers are serving their sentences 
“with the worst negro element of this country.” 
Why do you think she does this?

3. Why do you think the suffragists held a 
meeting honoring the women who went to jail 
for the cause? What purpose did this meeting 
serve politically?

4. Did you find any instances when the docu-
ments contradicted one another? If so, de-
scribe them. Which account do you think is 
more accurate? Why?

Step 4: Crack the Case
Based on your analysis of the documents and 
citing evidence to support your answer, please 
create a presentation to share with the other 
members of the textbook committee (your class). 

You may use technology if you wish. Your presen-
tation should answer the following questions: 

1. Why did the suffragists claim to be political 
prisoners?

2. Did their arrests and imprisonment advance 
the cause of suffrage? If so, how? If not, what 
effect do you think they had? 

3. Whose perspective was not represented in 
the material you read? How might other per-
spectives change your analysis? 

4. How does the material you analyzed relate 
to Hazel Hunkins and the committee’s larger 
question: whether she should be included in 
the next edition of the textbook? 

Make sure to include in your report:

•	 Specific examples! Quote from the 
documents.

•	 Information about where and how the 
documents contradicted each other (if this 
occurred) and how you decided which ones to 
trust.

•	 A list of any additional questions you still 
have that were left unanswered through your 
investigation. 

After your presentation is complete, organize 
your material into an “exhibit” so your fellow 
committee members can easily access your evi-
dence when creating their briefs. Your exhibit 
must include your answers to the following 
questions: 

•	 What is the source called?
•	 Who created it? 
•	 When was it created? How soon after the 

event it describes? 
•	 Who was the audience for this document? 
•	 Why was it created? 
•	 Did you find evidence of bias or point of 

view? If so, what?
•	 How do these factors affect the source’s 

credibility? 
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Historical Case File #5—Prisoners and Hunger Strikes

Exhibit 5-A “Miss [Lucy] Burns in Occoquan Workhouse.” National Woman’s Party Records, Group 
II, Container II:274, Folder: Individual Photographs Nos. 18-70 “B,” Library of Congress Prints and 
Photographs Division, Washington, D.C.

Additional information: This image was likely taken at Occoquan Workhouse in Virginia in November 
1917. Lucy Burns, of New York City, who with Alice Paul established the first permanent headquar-
ters for suffrage work in Washington, D.C., helped organize the suffrage parade of March 3, 1913, 
and was one of the editors of The Suffragist. Leader of most of the picket demonstrations, she served 
more time in jail than any other suffragist in America. She was arrested for picketing in June 1917 
and sentenced to 3 days; arrested Sept. 1917, sentenced to 60 days; arrested Nov. 10, 1917, sentenced 
to 6 months; in Jan. 1919 arrested at watchfire demonstrations, for which she served one 3-day and 
two 5-day sentences. She also served 4 prison terms in England. Burns was one of the speakers on the 
“Prison Special” tour of Feb.-March 1919. Source: Doris Stevens, Jailed for Freedom (New York: Boni 
and Liveright, 1920), 356.
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Historical Case File #5—Prisoners and Hunger Strikes

Exhibit 5-B “ ‘Suff’ Pickets Go To Hospital,” Washington Herald, August 31, 1917. Full page available 
at http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83045433/1917-08-31/ed-1/seq-7.pdf 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83045433/1917-08-31/ed-1/seq-7.pdf
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Historical Case File #5—Prisoners and Hunger Strikes

Exhibit 5-C Hazel Hunkins to the Montana Socialist newspaper, Hazel Hunkins-Hallinan Papers,   
MC 532, box 61, folder 9, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe Institute 



H A Z E L  H U N K I N S ,  B I L L I N G S  S U F F R A G I S T   71



H A Z E L  H U N K I N S ,  B I L L I N G S  S U F F R A G I S T   72



H A Z E L  H U N K I N S ,  B I L L I N G S  S U F F R A G I S T   73



H A Z E L  H U N K I N S ,  B I L L I N G S  S U F F R A G I S T   74

Exhibit 5-D Hazel to Mrs. E. L. Perkins, August 15, 1918, and Hazel to Mrs. E. L. Hunkins, August 
21, 1918, Hazel Hunkins-Hallinan Papers, MC 532, box 61, folder 9, Schlesinger Library, Radcliffe 
Institute
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Exhibit 5-E “Twenty-six Suffragists Get Tribute,” Washington Herald, December 15, 1918. Full page 
available at http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83045433/1918-12-15/ed-1/seq-4.pdf 

http://chroniclingamerica.loc.gov/lccn/sn83045433/1918-12-15/ed-1/seq-4.pdf

